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Purpose – this paper aims to explain the application of micro cases research strategy to investigate 
service employees’ innovative conduct. Essentially, the paper opts to outline the theoretical and 
practical implications and advantages realised through the application of this unconventional research 
strategy in the context of personal-interactive services; where the role of employees in initiating 
innovation is under-explored.  
 
Design/methodology/approach – the methods devised to realise the aims of this paper comprises of 
two approaches: 1) the review of relevant literature to highlight the special requirements to investigate 
service employees’ innovative conduct that requires closer assessment and an unconventional research 
design. 2) A practical explanation of conducting in-depth micro cases research based on a qualitative 
research of three case studies of service delivery systems.   
 
Originality/value – the main contribution of this paper would be in underlining the applicability of 
micro cases as a novel research strategy to investigate service employees’ innovative conduct which 
remains under-explored. The proposed research method would be specifically useful in the research of 
personal-interactive services subsector where employees’ input is perceived to be more influential.  
 
Practical implications – this paper proves the applicability of the micro cases research strategy when 
investigating service employees’ innovative behaviour. In essence, the arrangement of a micro case as 
a unit of analysis may particularly help management practice in precisely tracking the implications of 
progress or termination of innovative ideas emerging at the service delivery environment. Micro cases 
can also form a practical basis of manipulating innovative ideas development in idea generation software 
where it would be perfectly applicable to the software functions.     
 
Keywords – Service Innovation, Micro Cases Strategy, Service System, Service Employees’ Innovative 
Behaviour. 
 
Paper: Conceptual/Academic Research Paper.  
1. Introduction 
Despite the growing interest in comprehending the role of service employees from multiple 
perspectives reflected in multiple metaphoric representations, a considerable gap in the literature 
remains noticeable and further research is needed to explore the nature and determinants of this role. 
Moreover, the relevant cross-sector disparities of the service industry, that may directly influence 
service employees-driven innovation, remains insufficiently recognised when designing relevant 
research methodologies.   
 
As this paper adopts a sensitive view to service industry cross-sector disparities, it applies 
Lakshmanan’s (1987) taxonomy of services and essentially focuses on the personal-interactive service 
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subsector, featuring a higher level of interaction between service employees and customers. In 
accordance, the conduct of employees in initiating innovation is determined to progress from a 
behavioural perspective implicating significant interaction with other actors in the service delivery 
environment.  
  
A novel research strategy is advocated to be appropriate to address the unique features of the personal-
interactive service subsector and service employees’ innovative behaviour. The micro cases research 
strategy is presented and discussed through the review of the relevant literature and describing a 
practical conduct of this unconventional research strategy.   
2. Theoretical Implications  
2.1. Employee-Driven Innovation  
 
The emergence of the service dominant SD logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) has transformed perceptions 
of how service and service innovation research is conducted for over a decade. The SD paradigm 
comprehends services through the collaborative customer, partner and employee processes commitment 
(Lusch et al., 2007). In essence, both themes of co-creation and open innovation have formed in service 
innovation research to emphasise communication and cooperation between service employees, 
customers and other internal and external partners to initiate innovation.  
 
In view, the critical role of service employees in initiating innovation, although being signified, is rather 
scattered and represented in multiple metaphors in the literature, i.e. as creativity (Hsu et al., 2011), 
front-line employees’ participation (Slåtten and Mehmetoglu, 2011), service encounter-based 
innovation (Sørensen et al., 2013), knowledge acquisition and sharing through innovative behaviour 
(Tuominen and Toivonen, 2011; Edghiem and Mouzughi, 2018) and motivation (Cadwallader et al., 
2010; Slåtten and Mehmetoglu, 2011). However, as we recognise that further research is needed to 
address the paucity in research on service employees-driven innovation at both individual and subsector 
levels, we also acknowledge the usefulness of the behavioural perspective in studying service 
innovation.  
 
2.2. Cross-Sector Disparities Research Implications   
 
In qualitative case study research the unit of analysis is largely considered as the basis of the research 
population and structures to be studied, and therefore the identification of the unit of analysis prior to 
commencing data collection is arguably prioritised. Another purpose served by early identification of 
the unit of analysis in qualitative case study research is providing an initial framework for analysing the 
unstructured forms of qualitative data (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).  
 
In view, it is largely concluded that there is almost no difference between the unit of analysis and the 
actual case study, which is the service environment researched. A service system is broadly defined as 
‘value-co-creation configurations of people, technology, value propositions connecting internal and 
external service systems, and shared information’ (Maglio and Spohrer, 2008, p. 18), of which is in fact 
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represented in service environment researched being a platform of interaction of service involving the 
physical structure, management procedures and technology, employees and the customers.  
 
Generally in service innovation research, the service system is widely perceived as an appropriate 
framing for studying service innovation since it moves away from perspectives traditionally rooted in 
industrial product inventions (Michel et al., 2008), where the framework developed by Edvardsson and 
Olsson (1996) remains both influential and commonly applied. In view of the personal-interactive 
service subsector, the service system framework provided in Edvardsson and Olsson (1996) was 
considered to be comprehensively representative of the components and actors in the service 
environment, and therefore the design of the research unit of analysis was highly inspired by this 











(Figure 1: The Service System Framework; adapted from Edvardsson and Olsson, 1996, p. 15) 
 
The cross-sector disparities implicated in studying innovation in the service industry necessitates the 
prior selection of the appropriate service sub-sector. Essentially, when opting to investigate services 
where employees’ interaction and involvement are more influential we propose applying the framework 
of Lakshmanan (1987), which categorised the service industry into three main divisions of service-
dispensing, task intensive and personal-interactive services depending on the level of interaction 
between the service employees and the service environment. By which, the focus of this paper is on the 
personal-interactive division of the service industry.  
 
3. Methodological Approach and Implications  
In this section, we explain the research methodological implications in relation to case study sampling 
and identifying micro cases of innovation when practically conducting our research on three cases of 
personal-interactive service providers.  











Integration   
Employees/ 
Individuals   
   
 
   
   
 
   
   
 
   
       
 
    
 
 
   
   5    
   
 
   
       
 
 
When reviewing the literature, a considerable paucity is encountered where little or no evidence of 
service innovation indicators was produced to identify viable case studies for research. Some of the 
existent indicators of service innovation, although having been specifically researched from the 
personal-interactive service subsector perspective, have been largely divided into technological and 
non-technological innovations in service companies based on frequency and type of innovations, and 
without distinguishing what is unique to the service company. In their study of the Dutch hospitality 
industry, for instance, Den Hartog et al. (2011) proposed that a distinction should be made to precisely 
address innovations in service companies, and industry and service innovation in general when 
examining indicators of measurement, as the boundaries between industrial products and service 
innovation may collapse when measuring technological innovation indicators.  
 
Similarly, the study of Bloch and Bugge (2013) examined the Nordic pilot measurement framework of 
innovation (Bugge et al., 2011) from a public service sector perspective, indicating cross-country factors 
related to government and public organisations without distinguishing indicators specifically for the 
service company.  
 
In 2014, the European Service Innovation Centre1 revealed five main indicators of service innovation 
through the European Service Innovation Scoreboard ESIC (2014) (see Table 1). The Scoreboard set 
indicators for measuring the importance of service innovation at the macro regional economic and 
business activities level to help policy makers make informed decisions. In comparison, measurement 
data at the micro company level remains scarce and difficult to retrieve.  
 
Service Innovation Indicator Scope 
Framework Conditions  Factors representing structural regional or sector changes that 
influence the innovation activities of a company and its 
subsequent market success, but are outside the reach or 
influence of any single company.  
Inputs Factors representing the deliberate development of service 
innovation in companies. 
Throughput  Factors representing the new developments (innovations) 
themselves.  
Outputs Outputs factors representing the value created through 
innovation; this can be value to the company or the customer.  
Outcomes  Outcomes factors representing the impact of structural change 
which impacts other sectors outside the industry through the 
transformative power of service innovation. 
 
(Table 1: Five Scorecard Indicators of Service Innovation; ESIC, 2014) 
 
                                                 
1 The European Service Innovation Centre (ESIC) is a two-year project commissioned by the European 
Commission’s Directorate-General for Enterprise and Industry to capture and demonstrate the dynamics 
and large-scale impact of service innovation as well as to assess how service innovation impacts on 
competitiveness, industrial structures and regional development. 
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The absence of accurate indicators of innovation in personal-interactive service companies and the 
difficulty in applying any of the existent generic indicators of service innovation discussed earlier, due 
to the difficulty of retrieving measurement data at the micro company level, has led to seeking an 
alternative sampling strategy. Gaining insight from the review of related research and qualitative case 
literature proved to be useful in case study identification, i.e. Denzin and Lincoln (2013) largely 
distinguished between two main strategies for case study sampling as random or information-oriented 
selection (see Table 2). The information-oriented selection strategy generally aims to maximise the 
utility of information from sample cases where the selection criteria is based on the expectations about 
information content in each case study selected.  
 
Type of Selection Purpose 
Extreme/Deviant Cases To obtain information on unusual cases which can be especially 
problematic or especially good in a more closely defined sense.  
Maximum Variation Cases To obtain information about the significance of various 
circumstances for case process and outcome, i.e. three to four 
cases that are very different in one dimension: size, form of 
organisation, location, budget, etc.  
Critical Cases To achieve information that permits logical deductions of the 
type; if this is not valid for this case, then it applies to all cases. 
Paradigmatic Cases To develop a metaphor or establish a school for the domain that 
the case concerns.  
 
(Table 2: Information-Oriented Strategies for Case Study Sampling; Denzin and Lincoln, 2013) 
 
In recognition of the case sampling strategies highlighted in Table (2), the researcher devised the two 
strategies of maximum variation and critical cases. In addition, the researcher relied on criterion-based 
sampling (Patton 2001), that meets the predetermined criterion of importance, to identify the sector and 
geographic boundaries for case study selection. The following points summarise the strategies adopted 
when selecting case studies when conducting research:  
 
i. Criterion-Based Sampling: the selection of the personal-interactive service subsector for the expected 
higher level of interaction of employees within the service delivery environment, as compared to other 
service industry subsectors. In addition to determining the geographic location of the case studies 
depending on the European Union Regional Innovation Scoreboard (2012) of innovation enablers, 
companies’ activities and outputs; the European Union EU countries indicated substantial indicators on 
an innovation performance scoreboard in comparison to other global regions.  
ii. Maximum Variation Sampling: the selection of multiple case studies within different countries 
representing different contextual settings that may be of direct influence on service employees’ 
innovative behaviour; Three case studies in London, Prague and Lisbon were selected accordingly. 
Variation of respondents from different job roles; a balanced selection of different job levels of 
interviewees from within the hotel management hierarchy was also maintained to enable comparison in 
exploring innovative behaviour patterns from multiple job role dimensions. 
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iii. Critical Cases Sampling: the critical cases, embedded cases (Yin, 2009), or as we define them in this 
paper micro cases are metaphorical representation of service innovation projects that have been initiated 
by employees, developed and implemented within the larger case study context. As highlighted 
previously in section (2.2), the service system (Edvardsson and Olsson, 1996) represents the larger 
context of the service delivery/organisation environment while micro cases represent actual cases of 
service innovation. The nine micro cases identified offered richness of data including participants’ 
detailed accounts and archival data, which all enabled triangulating evidence and eliminating threats to 
validity such as researcher’s reflexivity and participants’ exaggeration of their roles and ownership of 
innovative ideas.  
 
In line with the sampling strategy adopted, participants’ sampling depended on selecting employees’ 
who have been involved in the initiation and development of innovations in the relevant micro cases 
sampled. Multiple qualitative research methods were applied including in-depth semi-structured 
interviews, focus groups, direct observation and the review of archival records allowing closer 
assessment of innovative behaviour patterns and overcoming context restrictive barriers.     
 
4. Discussion and Conclusions 
The synthesis approach (Gallouj and Weinstein, 1997; Coombs and Miles, 2000; Nightingdale, 2003; 
Drejer, 2004; Howells, 2006; Nijssen et al., 2006) to service innovation continues to gain popularity 
over the assimilation (Drejer, 2004; De Vries, 2006; Nijssen et al., 2006), demarcation (Droege et al., 
2009). and technologist (Barras, 1986, 1990) perspectives; synthesis studies dedicated greater effort to 
linking between service and manufacturing innovation, as opposed to the independent study of each 
field (Drejer, 2004; Nijssen et al., 2006), after illuminating the important elements of service innovation 
such as the involvement of customers (Sanden et al., 2006). This paper equally considers the 
peculiarities of services, embedded in the high degrees of intangibility and perishability of services 
delivered within the personal-interactive service subsector, and equally recognises the applicability of 
theories developed within the manufacturing sector at the employee’s individual level. 
 
In view we conclude four propositions: firstly, cross-sector disparities implicated in the variation in the 
service industry subsectors should be highly acknowledged and distinction should be drawn between 
these subsectors depending on the level of interaction between service employees and customers as per 
Lakshmanan’s (1987) taxonomy of services.  
 
Secondly, by adopting the behaviourist perspective of service innovation (i.e. Tuominen and Toivonen, 
2011; Edghiem and Mouzughi, 2018) it would be important to consider the asymmetric nature and likely 
self-determined objectives behind service employees’ innovative behaviour which require closer 
observation and assessment likely enabled by inductive qualitative case study research. Service 
employees’ innovative behaviour largely depends on individual idea search skills and creativity, and 
other individual qualities relating to effective interaction with different actors within the service system 
environment that may be difficult to accurately detect through deductive research methods.  
 
Thirdly, micro cases research strategy proved to serve the purpose of appropriate sampling when 
researching service employees’ innovative behaviour offering a rich context of investigation and the 
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opportunity to triangulate evidence when examining innovative behaviour patterns where they occur in 
line with an already established tradition in service literature advocating the study of service innovation 
at a micro level within the particular environment of where it may occur (e.g. Sundbo, 2008; 
Chesbrough, 2011; Sundbo and Toivonen, 2011). Micro cases strategy could also prove useful in 
offering an applicable template/unit of data analysis, especially when interpreting and reducing 
overwhelming sets of data related on innovative behaviour patterns and influencing factors into a 
meaningful outcome.  
 
In conclusion, the outcome of the described research conduct successfully revealed six distinctive 
patterns of service employees’ innovative behaviour that make a novel contribution in highlighting the 
under-explored role of service employees in initiating innovation. However, there were also some 
research limitations encountered including the barriers to gaining access to potential respondents 
involved in the targeted micro cases and the overwhelming amount of collected data that requires 
exceptional management and analysis skills. 
 
From a management practice perspective, the arrangement of a micro case as a unit of analysis may 
particularly help management practice in precisely tracking the determinants of progress or termination 
of innovative ideas emerging at the service delivery environment. Management intervention could then 
design incentives to encourage employees’ innovative behaviour or take corrective measures to progress 
service innovation or eliminate restrictive factors. Micro cases can also form a practical basis of 
manipulating innovative ideas development by applying IT software solutions to manage the collection 
of employees’ ideas and developing these ideas further into innovations. Idea generation software, such 
as BrainBank, provides tailored solutions that enable a practical structure for idea development and also 
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